AN ANALYSIS OF STUDENTS’ SPEAKING DIFFICULTIES IN ROLE PLAY ACTIVITIES by Destriani, Elsa Silvana & Hasyim, Wahid
English Education and Applied Linguistics (EEAL) Journal 34 
Vol. 2 No.2, 2019 
 
 
AN ANALYSIS OF STUDENTS’ SPEAKING DIFFICULTIES IN ROLE PLAY 
ACTIVITIES 
 
Elsa Silvana Destriani1, Wahid Hasim2 
      SMAN 4 Garut, Institut Pendidikan Indonesia 
                                     silvanaelsa2012@gmail.com1, wahidhasim2807@gmail.com2      
 
Abstract 
This research was aimed to find the students’ difficulties in speaking English and 
to find the factors contributing to students’ difficulties in speaking English. The 
research used qualitative method for the answer the problem statement. The sample 
of this study was all students of eleventh grade of a senior high school in Garut 
which used population sampling technique. Based on the data from the result of 
this research showed that: 92% of the students’ difficulties in speaking, 80% of 
students had limited vocabulary, 70% pronunciation, 20% nervousness. Factors 
contributing to students’ difficulties in speaking were that 100% students preferred 
to speak in their mother tongue (Sundanese) rather than English, they are lazy to 
read and learned new words, 92, 6% the students did not had motivation and the 
teachers’ teaching style was also one of the factors contributing to students’ 
difficulties in speaking English. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Language is a system for expression of meaning. The primary function of language is for 
interaction and communication. English as one of the international languages in the world should 
be mastered by people from many countries in the world to communicate each other. They may 
know and understand what they speak communicatively because of English. Because of the reason, 
English becomes the first foreign language that is taught in Indonesia from elementary school up 
to college. Speaking is one of the four basic language skills: listening, writing, reading and 
speaking.  
Speaking is one of important parts in teaching language because it includes one of four 
basic language skills. Brown (2004: 140) defines speaking as a productive skill that can be directly 
and empirically observed, those observations are invariably colored by the accuracy and 
effectiveness of a test-taker’s listening skill, which necessarily compromises the reliability and 
validity of an oral production test. From those statements above, the writer can conclude that 
speaking is an activity involving 2 or more people in which the participants are both the listeners 
and the speakers having to act what they listen and make their contribution at high speed. 
Teaching speaking should be taught in attractive and communicative activities. There are 
many types of classroom speaking activities. They are acting from the script, communication 
games, discussion, prepared talks, questionnaires, simulation, and role play. From the researcher, 
teaching speaking is the way for students to express their emotions, communicative needs, interact 
to other person in any situation, and influence the others. For this reason, in teaching speaking skill 
it is necessary to have clear understanding involved in speech. 
Speaking is an articulation of sound to express thought. Tarigan (1990, P.15), says that 
speaking is the capability in pronouncing sound or word to express or convey though, idea or 
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feeling opinion and wish. Another expert says that speaking is talk or speaks (Haryanto and 
Sunardi, 2004, P.13). If both speaking and ability are combined, so it means a capability to utter 
the articulation of sound to express or to deliver thought, opinion and wish to the other person. 
 
The Definition of Speaking 
Speaking is labeled oral production. Speaking is used by someone for communication in daily life 
at school, at home, or some other places. Speaking is significant to an individual’s living processes 
and experiences. Without speaking, people must remain in almost total isolation from any kind of 
society.  In the process of writing this paper, the researcher has tried to find out the meaning of 
speaking as one of skill in mastery English language.  She has finally found several resources that 
explain speaking as follows. 
The first definition is according to Jo Mc Donough and Christopher Shaw, they say “speaking 
is not the oral production of written language, but involves learners in the mastery of a wide range 
sub-skill which added together, constitute an overall competence in the spoken language”. It means 
that speaking is produced by composite of language skills. Skill are sustaining each other, for 
instance, speaking skill cannot be separated from listening. Speaking skill preceded by listening to 
know new vocabulary and English sound they do not hear to know before. In fact, some English 
language classes only emphasize on the importance of mastering writing and reading rather than 
speaking, that is brings state of imbalance than strung out students less to practice to speak English 
neither formally nor informally.  
 
The Definition of Role Play 
According to Porter-Ladousse (1987: 3), “role play activities range from highly-controlled guided 
conversations at one end of the scale, to improvised drama activities at the other; from simple 
rehearsed dialogue performance, to highly complex simulated scenarios”. The author of these 
words puts a lot of emphasis on a wide scope of role-play activities. Such a speaking task may be 
a limited one and be supported by prepared cues, for example by dialogues or conversely, role-
play might be an activity where students rather improvise than rely on the practiced dialogue. 
Porter-Ladousse also points out that role-play may differ in complexity, that is, some performances 
may be very short and simple, where as some utterances may be very structured. The difficulty of 
the activity depends, therefore, on the language level. 
Another definition is proposed by Scrivener. He says “In role-play, learners are usually 
given some information about a role‟ (e.g. a person or a job title). These are often printed on role 
cards, ‟Learners take a little preparation time and then meet up with other students to act out small 
scenes using their own ideas, as well as any ideas and information from the role cards”, (Scrivener 
2005: 155). 
 
Factor of Speaking Difficulties 
Zhang (2009) argued that speaking remains the most difficult skill to master for the majority of 
English learners, and they are still incompetent in communicating orally in English. There are 
many factors that cause difficulty in speaking, and they are as follows:  
1.Inhibition. Students are worried about making mistakes, fearful of criticism, or simply 
shy.  
2.Nothing to say. Students have no motive to express themselves.  
3.Low or uneven participation. Only one participant can talk at a time because of large 
classes and the tendency of some learners to dominate, while others speak very little or not at all.  
English Education and Applied Linguistics (EEAL) Journal 36 
Vol. 2 No.2, 2019 
 
 
4.Mother-tongue use. Learners who share the same mother tongue tend to use it because it 
is easier and because learners feel less exposed if they are speaking their mother tongue. 
 
METHODOLOGY 
The researcher chooses topic entitled “An Analysis of students’ speaking Difficulty in role play 
activities” because this topic is very necessary to practice in speaking skill. Speaking is very 
important for our daily life to communicate and interaction between teacher and student in 
classroom. 
The purposes of this research is to find out what speaking difficulties are encountered by 
grade XI students in senior high school in Garut. And the purpose of the analysis is to analyze EFL 
students’ speaking difficulties in role play activities. 
 
FINDINGS 
Based on the result of research, three difficulties in speaking faced by the students when speaking 





Based on the data result, the one of the difficulties in speaking English in role play activity were 
limited vocabulary. As much as student in interview said that English had much vocabulary, so 
that many students had the difficulties to remember word by word. Both of the student which had 
high scores, middle scores, even low scores had the difficulties in vocabulary. According to Penny 
Ur (1996), the student’s speaking difficulty are: inhibition, lack of topical knowledge, low 
vocabulary or uneven participation, and mother tongue use. 
Seven from nine students said that they had the difficulties in vocabulary when they were 
speaking or interaction in front of the class. For example, students 1 said just found the difficulties 
when the student not understand what the spoken by other friends, and sometimes, the student 
understood what is the spoken by other friends, but student 1 doesn’t know how and what student 
must answer. Student 1 wrote in the students’ narrative, that student 1 can’t speak English and 
doesn’t know the vocabulary, it meaning that student 1 can’t had the best vocabulary skill. Other 
student thing that the vocabulary English is very much, student 3 can’t memorize one by one word. 
Because it’s hard. The student afraid to making mistake in front of the class, so, student 3 doesn’t 
had confidence if her friends mocked them and say in Sundanese “so Inggris”. Vocabulary English 
is very much, other student can’t understand one by one words in English, especially for speaking.  
Other result, other students had the difficulties to understand the topic or text when the 
student must speak English in front of the class. The Student argued that the test of speaking 
English yesterday make student understood and can absorb information that vocabulary English 
very much. Students wrote on the paper about the difficulties in speaking English that, when the 
student can’t understand the vocabulary English. That’s mean the difficulties in speaking English 
is vocabulary. But, one of them student explained that speaking English is difficulty, hard, and the 
words of English language hard to understand, very much words, verb 123, and the English 
vocabulary is hard, hard to speak, hard to know, and hard to understand, so this student concluded 
that speaking English is hard and the student didn’t had confidence to speak in front of class. The 
students felt difficulties when other people speaking English, the student can’t answer, the student 
understood, but doesn’t know what to say. Many student is told that vocabulary English is also 
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difficulties and hard to say, if a student said a word, the pronunciation is not clear and not true. 
Other student also wrote in the students’ narrative, that English is difficulties, more vocabulary in 
English which she doesn’t know. The student hard to remember vocabulary English and doesn’t 
know the meaning word by word in speaking English. based on theory, communication cannot 
take place effectively without sufficient vocabulary. Without grammar, very little can be conveyed, 
without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed (Wilis, 1990: 42). Vocabulary is an important aspect 
in foreign language learning. However, vocabulary is still one of the problems faced by the 
students. Commonly, the 7 students with limited vocabulary cannot communicate effectively nor 
express ideas in oral and written forms. 
That is the result of the difficulties in vocabulary, the researcher found seven students 
which have the difficulties in vocabulary, and two others can handle the difficulties when role play 
in front of the class. In language learning, vocabulary takes place in building the language 
proficiency. The objective of the vocabulary mastery is to make the students have a good language 
proficiency in the language skills. It depends on the quality and quantity of the vocabulary that 
they have mastered. The richer the vocabulary that can be mastered by the students, they will get 
the better skill that can be reached in using language. 
Talking about vocabulary, Lehr, Osborn, and Hiebert (in Kamil and Hiebert, 2005: 2-3) 
define vocabulary as knowledge of words and words meaning in both oral and print language and 
in productive and receptive forms. More specifically, they use it to refer to “the kind of word that 
students must know to read increasingly demanding text with comprehension.” 
 
Pronunciation Difficulties 
Based on the interview and students’ narrative result, many students had difficulties in 
pronunciation. Like the theory of Thornbury (2004: 27) proposes some factors that make some 
words more difficult as follows: Pronunciation, Spelling, and Meaning. The first steps in 
successful teaching speaking are to identify the difficulties that faced by the students.  
Pronunciation is part of speech which very hard. The researcher found many students are 
incorrect in speaking English. Sometimes, the students had the difficulties to say word by word 
glossary in English. based on the interview and student narratives result, all of students had 
difficulties in pronunciation. All of students had trouble in reading the conversation text to role 
play activity in front of the class. 50% students said that English is hard to say, the student had 
difficulties to say something. They are can read the text, but they are can’t speak the text, that were 
because the writing and speaking was different. not a little of the students which felt the confused 
when the students in front of the class and making mistake in pronunciation. A student –called 
student 3- admit that student 3 had the difficulties to speak the word in the text, student 3 afraid to 
making mistake in front of the class. 
The other students felt prestige speak in front of the class, a student called student 4 said 
English is hard to say and English is not mother language. The researcher concluded that this 
student at all doesn’t know what and how the pronunciation. Seen from this student which using 
local language, that is Sundanese. The researcher difficulty to understand what is this student 
speak. This student used fully Sundanese as local language with body gesture which show that the 
student is disappointed. This student had the difficulties to understand the topic or text when the 
student must speak English in front of the class. In the theory of pronunciation, (Ronald Carter and 
David Nunan, 2001) (O’Connor, 2003) noted that the errors of pronunciation that learners of 
English from different language backgrounds make are systematic and not accidental. 
Based on the descriptions above, the students must obligate pronunciation mastery to aid 
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them to speaking ability. Pronunciation is not an easy thing. Pronunciation is the ability to use the 
correct stress, rhythm, and intonation of a word in a spoken language. We may judge people by 
the way they speak, and so people with poor pronunciation may be judged as incompetent, 
uneducated or lacking in knowledge (Kelly, 2000). 
Pronouncing a language is a skill. Every normal person is an expert in the skill of 
pronouncing his own languages. Now there are many reasons of this, some obvious, some perhaps 
not so obvious. The basic reason why people in general do not speak foreign languages as well as 
they do their native tongue is that the students fail to understand the true nature of the problem of 
learning to pronounce.  
 
Nervousness  
Nervousness is one of factor the difficulties in speaking English. In this result, many of students 
felt nervous when they are speaking English in front of the class, because the other study made a 
ridicule if the student spoke in front of the class. A student said, that this Student always not ready 
for speaking in front of the class. Because the other friends always mocked with saying in 
Sundanese “so inggris”, laugh at, and that is make this student nervous and difficult to 
remembering the words, even this student doesn’t know how to handle this nervous. Zua (20018) 
in Juhana (2012:103) adds that motivation is an inner energy.  The researcher felt, this is 
reasonable, because English is foreign language and in this country, English is not use as the 
general language. 
Many of students also felt shy when must speak in front of the class, especially in role play 
activities. The students are felt shy to ask something although that answer is correct, not confidence 
and not comfortable when speak in front of the class. The local language had big effect in learning 
English, especially in this senior high school, all of students using the local language to 
communicate with the teacher and with the other student. According to Baldwin (2010) in Juhana 
(2012:101), speaking in front of people is one of the more common phobias that students encounter 
and feeling of shyness makes their mind go blank or that they will forget what to say. So that, 
nervousness is a factor in the difficulties of speaking. 
 
CONCLUSION 
Based on the research result, the researcher draws conclusions as follows: the difficulties of 
speaking English in role play activities, there are three difficulties in speaking English, namely 
limited vocabulary, pronunciation difficulties, and nervousness. 
The student’s limited vocabulary resulted from their limited knowledge of meaning and limited 
vocabulary in understanding the conversation. In speaking English, students needed to 
remembering a lot of vocabulary, because by mastering of vocabulary they would speak easily. 
The students had the difficulties in pronouncing words, this happened because English words 
were different between pronunciation and writing. Based on the result of this study, it was found 
that the students did not know how the way to pronounce some words. 
The students were often afraid in speaking English because the students were worried of 
making mistakes. They were unconfident and nervous when the teachers were asking them and the 
other students’ mocked them, for example in Sundanese “so inggris”. 
The factors that contribute to the difficulties in speaking English were the quantity of the 
Students in learning speaking English it is also a difficulty faced by the teacher because the 
quantity of the students was too many. The teacher felt difficult to manage the learning speaking 
English. To solve the problems, the teacher always made a group and gives pictures in every group 
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when learning speaking English process. The students may be beginning to speak from the easier 
word from the pictures. 
Student’s Psychological Factors It is related to the confidence. The teacher has an important 
role to the students in speaking English activities. The teacher has the responsibility to make the 
student active in teaching learning process. The teachers must grow the student’s courage and the 
teachers have responsibility to make more activity in learning speaking English. 
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